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This study used a variation of the tMO-child 
communication situation in order to determine in what way, and how 
successfully, a small set of schoolrelated relational concepts would 
be communicated by inner-city elementary school black children. 
Included for comparative purposes wag a teat of comprehension of the 
standard version of the concepts. Finally, a qualitative analysis of 
the language and questioning behavior that occurred in the two-child 
communicatioh task was also made. Subjects of the study included 5U 
second grade and 38 fourth grade black children from an 
economically-depreased inner-city area of New York City. All subjects 
were native speakers of English. The results indicate that no special 
"black dialect" way of expressing basic relational concepts by 
elementary school children emerged from the two-child communication 
task, although grammatical forms of black dialect were occasionally 
observed. This finding would seem to indicate that there is no 
well-defined group o£ nonstandard concept rules to be used by 
classroom teachers in helping their Mack elementary school students 
"learn" basic conceptG; comprehension and production of basic 
concepts are apparently not tasks of equal difficulty for black 
elementary school children. Thus, children often may appear to 
understand what is being said, but may not be able to say it for 
themselves or communicate it to others. (Author/JM) 
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III the past, there haa been conflictini evidence and opinion on the 
relatlonihip between the comprehension and cQmmunlcation of basic concepts 
by elemtntary-ichool black children* Some recent studies by psycholinguists 
such as Fraears Bellugi & Brown (1963) using white preschool children^ 
Lovell ^ Dixon (1967} ualng British preschool and elementary school subjecte, 
and Stem & Bryson (1970) with Mexi ran- American presehoolera have all found 
that comprehension precedei in devilopment and is easier than the actual 
production and coTTOuninatlon of granrmatical distinctions i Studies of the 
free dialect of black children by such aociolinguists as Stewart (1967) 
and Labov (1970^ has led them to suggest that young innar-city blacks may 
have a unique pattern in which the production of concepts in their own 
dialect in peer situations might be superior to the comprehension of these 
same concepts in Stmdard English forms in school situations. 

The present study used a variation of the two=child communication 
situation in order to determine in what wayj ^d how successfully j a small 
set of achool-related relational concepts would be communicated by inner= 
city elementary-schDol black children. Included for comparative purposes 
was a test of con^rehension of the standard veraion of the concepts* 
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Finally, a qualitative analysis of the language and quistioning behavior 
that occurred in the two^child Qdmmunication task was also made* 

Procedure 

Sub jectg 

Subjecti of the study included flfty^four second=-grade and thirty-- 
eight fourth=grade black children from a piAlic school in an aconomically-^ 
deprtesed innar^city area of New York City, All of the second-graders 
were seven years old and all f ourth-graders were nine. All s injects were 
native apeakeri of Engliihj and none had ever repeated a year in any gradei 

Taeki . 

a) Comprehenilon Taik ^ 

In order to test for comprehension of a small set of Standarcl Engllih 
concepts that occurred with great frequency In many of the often-used 
elementary-school textbooks, a group of 10 relational concepts of space, 
time and quantity were taken from the Boehm Test of Basic Concepts (Boehm, 
1970)* These concepta are listed on the bottom of the first page of the 
handout** The complete Boehm Test consists of 50 relational concepts 
which deal mainly with space , time and quantity. Each concept la tested 
using a panel of three drawings, and the s^ject must mark an X on the 
picture verbalised by the Esqperlmenter . For exmplej on the handout . 
the E says J "Look at the doors. Mark m X on the door that is closed." 

For this study the 10 pictorial items pli^ one warm-^up item were cut 
out of a copy of the Boehm Test, with Dr, Boehm's pemiislonj and in 

*Concepti used in the taska i 

1. at the top 5, most 9, mediAini**slze 

2. through 6. half 10. in the center of 

3. next to 7, behind 
• ■ 4, second . 8. in a row ■ 
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randomiged order, the test items were pasted onto sheets of paper, and 
pnough copies of this test were xeroxed for each subject. 

b) Coimnunicatlon Task , 

In the two-child coiranunication task a black Experimenter and one 
child, who jerved as the Speaker, sat on one side of a small table, and 
the child who lerved as the Listener sat on the other side, separated from 
the Speaker and the Experlaienter by a vertical opaque screen (as shown in 
the handout). Each of these three individuals had in frDnt of him a set of 
the toy objects required for each particular task item and a small bowl. 
From his Set of objects » the Experimenter picked up the one characterizing 
the particular relational concept (e^g.^ the middle flower^ the circle 
- next to the truck) and put It into the bowl in front of him* The Speaker's 
task was then to. put the corresponding object from his own set into his 
bowl, and then to nm& or to describe the concept In the bait way he could 
for the Listener behind the screen, who was^ in turnj to select this same 
object from his set and put it into his bowl, The Listener was encouraged 
to ask questions of the SpeAer if he did not hear or understand the concept 
instruction. All verbal interchanges that occurred in the task were tape- 
recorded s and an Observer stood at the side of the screen near the Listener 
noting all relevmt infoCTiatlon regarding object selection, 

A random half of the iii J ect pairs received the communlGatlon task 
first followid Imadiately by the cQmprehaiision task, and the othsr pairs 
were administered the tasks in the reverse order. 

The adequacy of the Speaker's instructions was later Judged Independently 
by two Judges using typed protocols which were verbatim from the tapes , 
Interrater reliability for these two judges averaged .98. Accuracy of 
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Speaker instructions was represented by two scores calculated for each 
individual Speaker by thaae two judgas* One score cunalsted of the Lotnl 
niflnber of initructions in which the actual concipt (or aome paraphrase of 
the concept) was verbalized, A second score was a sum of correct concept 
diractioni plus any directions correctly describing the position of the 
targefi object in the array of objects, and thui repreeentad a total niBTaber 
of adequate instructions (concepts plus positions) from which a Listener 
could have selected the target object unambiguously. 

R esults 

The nmber of items 5 corrected for gueaiin|, that the Speaker had 
gotten right on the concept eoinprehenslon task was compared with the number 
of corresponding items for which he had given adequate inatructions (either 
concepts or positioni.) to his Listener in the communication task, A chi= 
aquara test showed a significant difference between these Speaker scores for 
comprehension and eommtmi cation of the relational concepts (£<,001), For 
forty^three of the forty-six Speakars in this experiment the corrected 
comprehension score was higher thm was their coiranunlcation score. One 
Speakar, a second^grader ^ waj able to correctly communicate more concepts 
in his own idiosyncratic way 5 than he correctly comprehended in the formal 
Standard English version , md two Speakers , both f ourth-gradera , received 
perfect scores in both the comprehension and communication tasks. Thus, 
It was found that for a significant majority of the s^jects comprehension 
was better, eveu in a foraallMd paper'ffid=-pencil task^ than was free pro^ 
duction In a more gmellke situation* This finding was in accord with all 
previous related research in this area, but was Gontrary to the suggestion ' 
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of Labov (1970) that blacks would prob^ly excell in the talk which 
permitted them to desctibe concepts in their own way. 

A second important question was whether the random half of the Spenkcrs 
who were administered the concept comprehenaion task before they ware 
required to eominunlcate these same ten concepts in the two-child situation 
were able to use this previDua eKposure to the concepts to comnunicate more 
of them correctly than would the group of Speakers who did not have this 
previous exposure to the concepts in this experimental setting, A two-way 
malysis of variance (see handout) showed that the fourth-grade Speakers as 
a group communicated ilgnlf Icantly mora correct concepts than did the seeond== 
graderi Cbetween-*grades variance significant at £<,001)5 mi also that it 
was only the fourth=grade Speakers who had been administered the comprehension 
task first who were able to give more correct concept instructloni to their 
Listeners (interaction effect significant at £< ,001) . In fact, the second- 
grade Speaktrs who were given the comprehension task first gave slightly 
fewer correct concept initructlons than did their classmates who went into 
the comnml cation task with no previous exposure to the concepts* thii 
general inability of the group of second-grade Speakers to profit from 
these previouily=heard adult-spoken versions of the correct concepts Is 
especially interesting in light of the fact that three j3Cond=grade Speakers 
who were adminlstared the Comprehension Task first noticed the similarity 
between its content and that of the Conmunication Task and commented on this 
to the ExperiTOnter, In none of these cases of the three B^aond-fT%d& 
Speakers who noticed and verbalized the similarity of the cQTmunlcatlon items 
to the previously- administered Coraprehetiilon Task items did this verbaliza= 
tion result in any correct coricept instructions givei- for future coiranuni- 
cation items. 
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In an attempt to determini whethcir the poor perform£mce on tht two- 
child communication task might have been a result rf diitractions intro- 
duced by the toy objects used in the task, five pairs of second=grade 
iubjecti. (three oi the poorest-performing pairs on the original two-^child 
task and two average pairs) were brought back to the testing room after 
the testa had been administered to all subjects in the study, and were 
re^adminia tared the items uaing the same toy objects but as comprehension 
items J with the Experimenter speaking the correct concept instructions * 
and the two children both ierving ai Listeners and selecting the target 
objects. In this situation j all these tan subjects received either perfect 
or near-p^:;rf ect scoreBs as they had in the original paper^and-pencil 
comprehension taskt This gives some evidence that the use of the toys and 
the novel two=chlld iituatlon was probably not the major factor leading to 
poor cliild communication 5 but that thr difficulty lay in the communication 
process Itself , 

Language Analysis 

The language analysis of the two-child communication data showed 
Speaker instructions to be quite short and standard in form. Speaker utar^ 
ances for firit=tlme initructlons (i^e,, instructions given before any 
Listener questioning began) averaged eight words in length. There was 
little variety in the grammatical form of the directions given by the 
Speakers J and^ even though there were quite a few Instancei of black dialect 
grammatical forma found in the speech of some of the Speakers ^ there were 
very few novel eKpressions of the concepts themielvea. Most of the Speakers 
who used the concepts used the same teTOS for thaaa concipts as uaed in the 
Boehm Test (1970) . The two major exceptions to this were the Speakers * 
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more frequent use of ■'middle=siged^' instead of BoehTn's "medium-sized," 
and "middle" Instead of "centsr*" ■ 

In general 5 communication In the two-child situation was not very 
affective. Even though the subjects almost all obtained perfect or near- 
perfect icorea on the compreheniion task, only 50% of the instructions 
given by the second-grade Speakers In the communicat Ion task were judged 
to b a adequate (concepts or positions). The fourth^grade Speakers were 
somewhat more Successful, since 76% of their instructions for the 10 
relatignal concepts were adequate. Of the instructions judged to be 
"inadequate," moat were not actually erroneous in the sense that the child 
described the wrong concept| Instead^ the most frequently-found types of 
Speaker errors were the type of ambiguous or incomplete Instructlona 
that did not give the Listener enough Information to select the target 
item without questioning. For eKampie, one item consisted of three small 
lined cards each with a gold star. One card had its star at the bottom^ 
the other in the middle and the third at the top. The correct concept 
was '-the star at the t^." Several Speakers directed their Listener to 
select "the card with the star," giving no mention of the position of the 
star on the card, and hence not conmunlcating the concept* 

Even though the Spaakers were often not very s icessful as communi= ' 
cators, the Listeners were even less successful as initiators of good 
questions* Listeners questioned only slightly mors than one-quarter of 
the inadequate instructions they received from their . Speaker. Even in 
the case of obviously ambiguous instructions such as the previously^ 
mentioned example of the card with the star on top. Listeners often chose 
objects seemingly at random rather than question these instructions. 
Evan though Experimenter intervention was resorted to only in cases where 
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a communication breakdown wai imninent , almost half of the questions that 
occurred in the second-grade group had to be encouiaged or initiated by 
the EKperittenter , Only about one^eighth of the fourth=graders ' questions 
had to be assisted or ancouraged in this way, however. 

Whan Listeneri did manage to ask a good question, the Speakers as a 
group tended to be quite imsuccessful as answerers* Only about one-fifth 
of the second-grade Listeners' good questions received helpful answers^ 
as compared with iomewhat fawer than half in the case of the fourth-grade - 
Speakers. 

Of the group of 21 good answers given by the Speaker subjects upon 
being quaationed ^by the Listener, all these good answers resulted in correct 
object selections by the Listeners. Thus 3 the breakdown in task parformance 
in the two=child conmiunlcatlon situation was not in any failure of the 
Listeners to be able to follow directions but was a Joint fmction of the 
Speakers' inability to produce good insttuctions and the Listeners' 
inability' or iTiwllllngness to ask quastions whan an obviously inadequate 
instruction had been received, Krauss and Glucksberg (1969) State that 
Listener proficiency develops earlier thm does Speaker proficiency* Their 
study^ however J used as the only meaaure of Listener success the ability 
to select the correct object described by the Speaker. If the ability to 
question inadequate Speaker instructions can be considered an additional 
criterion of Listener proficiency the preient study shows that Listeners 
share with .Speakers the responsibility for many communication failures. 
It may be the cane that the ability to ask appropriate questions following 
inadequate instructions develops even later than the ability to give adequate 
instructional ■■ ■ ■■' ' ■ 



ImpiiGatiQna for EduGatlon 

Several educational implications arise from the present study. First, 
no special "biack dialect" way of expresiing basic relatiunal concepts by 
elementary school children emerged from the two^chlld communication task^ 
although graifflnatical forms of black dialect were occasionally observed* 
This finding would ieem to indicata that, In contrast to the list of grammar 
and pronunciation dlffertncei found by Labov (1967) to be potential sources 
of reading problems of dialect speakers , there is no well-defined group of 
nonstandard concept rules to be used by classroom teachers in helping their 
black elementary school studenti "learn'' baiic concepts . It is true, 
hweverj that the concepts used in this study were already eaiily compre^ 
hended by the great majority of the Biijects* It might be the case that 
more difficult or less f requently-usad ^oncepts might have nonstandard 
forms among elementary-'school dialect speakers ^ or that these relational 
concepts might not be understood in their standard forms by kindergarten 
or prekindergarten dialect speakers* It is quite possible ^ hwever, that 
many subjects may have regarded the conintmlcation task as a formal schools- 
related iituation^ md therefore used "school talk" instead of dialect. 
Some evidence that this did not happen with all subjects is given by the 
fact that Soma dialect sentencea were found to occur. 

Mother implication arises from the finding that comp rah ena ion and , 
production of baiic concepts are apparently not tasks of equal difficulty 
for black elementary school children. Thus ^ children often may appear to 
understand what ii being said, but may not be able to say it for themselves 
or conmiunicate it to others* It is true that the two-child communication 
taikj with its toy objects and its game like aura. Is different from anything 
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encountered in the craditlonally-Qrianted elGmentnry-schooi clnsBroijin. In 
spite of thm differences , howiveri there exiscs some IndepGndenL: cvldun(*t* 
. that the passive recognition of information i;s a inuch simpler task than 
is its production. Two studies, one by Meisfuer, Fish and I'acGinitie 
(1972) and the other by Stem & Bryson (1970)5 us€d the same items for both 
the comprgheniion and the production veriions of the test with kindergarteners 
and found comprehension to be easier. The main . implication from this finding 
seems to be the need for more practice in oral communication. Teachers should 
have children verbalizing concepts and ideas both to each other and to the 
teacher, A recent book by Gartner, Kohle^r i. Riessman (1971) has reviewed the 

I 

effects of programs in which children have learned by teaching other children, 
and language specialists such as Cazden (1971) have described the use of this 
two=chlld communication situation in preschool language programs in England. 
This auggestion of more Inter^^child verbalisation would to be in keeping 

with theverophaiis on more individualization in the claaaroom, and would 
seem to be especially relevant for the open classroom. 

The poof performance of the Listeners in questioning Speaker Inatruccions 
also has impllcationB for the claaaroom. Even in the mmy cases ^-Thare the* 
Listeners of the preient study had not been given accurate or Sufficient 
Infomation to select the correct object in the two-child coiOTiunication 
task, thay chose to guess rather than to ask for more information. Therefore^ 
a teacher cannot aiiume that just because children do not ask about claas-- 
room infomation, that they understand it. This finding of Listener 
reluctance to question the Speakar seemi to imply that children not only 
need to feel free to aek queitioni, but might benefit from being taught 
how to extMct necessary InforiQation by queatloningt as. well as by having 
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more practice In teaching-learnini exchanges with peeri. This is especially 
Impprtant because a child who either cannot or does not question things he 
does not understand will become gradually overwhelmed and confused as 
time goes on and he is more and more unprepared for new knowledgt* 
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Tablo 1 

Chi Squars Conpariion cf Gjmprchension and OoDimuni cation 
AbilitioB of Speaker Subjects ; 



Number of Speakeri Scoring Humboi* of Spepkors Scoring 

Highor on ^mprohension Taik As Wall or fjettor on ODinmuni cation 

Then on CcirnxmiQ U^ion Task Than on Qmprehanoion task 

2nd Gradb 2$ ^ ■ 1 

4th Grade 17 2 



Total 45 5 



Tabla 2 

Maans and Standard DevlatioM of Oorract Concept 
Inotructlona Givon by gpealccrn Before and After 
AdwinistratiDn of the Ooncept Oomprchaniion Task 
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